
Deep Rooted: Race, Education 
and Inequities in North 

Carolina
James E. Ford

Executive Director of CREED



2

What is CREED?

Through research, coalition building, and 
technical assistance, the Center for Racial 
Equity in Education (CREED) works to 
close opportunity gaps for all children in P-
20 education, especially children of color, 
with the vision that one day race will no 
longer be the primary predictor of 
educational outcomes. 
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The Art of Truth Telling
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History as a Picture
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Sankofa
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It All Starts with Freedom Hill
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Deep Rooted: A Brief History of Race & Education  

● Black people in  NC have a lways  purs ued 
educa tion as  a  pa th  to freedom

● The polit ics  of race have a lways  influenced 
educa tion

● Efforts  to m argina lize Black educa tiona l 
purs uits  a re a  cons is tent  pa t tern

● Even now, policy has  res tricted opportunity for 
Blacks  and other groups  of color

● There is  context  for the idea  tha t  race m atters
● North Carolina’s slavery -based social 

structure lay at the root of inequity in 
education in the state
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Enslaved Populations Concentrated in the East

● The colonia l s lave popula t ion was  m ainly concentra ted in  the 
eas tern pa rt  of the colony

● Slavery lay a t  the founda tion of North  Carolina  s ociety and 
was  founda tiona l to the colony’s  econom y

● Relied on violence, coercion, and negotia t ion —including 
whippings , threa t  of s a le, s exua l violence, and an ever-
changing lega l fram ework —to control ens laved 
com m unit ies .
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Education as a Threat to Social Order

● Educa tion was  an act  of res is tance —and a  s erious  threa t  to 
the s ocia l order

● Literacy brought  opportunit ies  for s laves  to forge pas s es  and 
free papers , to acces s  and s pread abolit ionis t  litera ture, and to 
read the Bible, which  was  thought to encourage vis ions  of 
freedom .

● Slaveholders  in  colonia l North  Carolina  a ls o as s ocia ted literacy 
with  the potentia l for upris ings  and unrulines s  by s laves

● A wave of anti-Black educa tion legis la t ion was  pas s ed a fter 
Wilm ington na t ive David Walker’s  Appealwas  publis hed
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“…the teaching of s laves  to read and write, has  a  
tendency to excite dis s a t is fact ion on their m inds , 
and to produce ins urrect ion and rebellion , to the 

m anifes t  in jury of the cit izens  of th is  s ta te.”

North  Carolina  Genera l As s em bly in  1830
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Learning ‘On the Sly’

● Many lea rned or began to lea rn before they were freed taking their 
ins truct ion m os t ly ‘on the s ly’ 

● Apprent ices hips  s erved as  a  prim ary m echanis m  for acquiring 
literacy

● It  was  neces s a ry for ens laved s killed cra fts m en to lea rn num eracy 
and literacy as  a  m a tter of bus ines s .

● In  1825, NC becam e the firs t  s ta te to crea te a  s ys tem  of univers a l 
public educa t ion for whites  

● North Carolina’s slavery -based social structure lay at the root of 
inequity in education in the state
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Abram Galloway

“They hunger for the ‘forbidden 
fru it ’ of knowledge with  a  zes t  of 

appet ite which im parts  m arvelous  
powers  of acquis it ion” (p.9)
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Civil War & Reconstruction

● One of the firs t  a s pects  of free life for form erly ens laved people in  
Union-occupied North  Carolina  was  acces s  to educa tion

● Northern teachers  a lm os t  im m edia tely entered eas tern North  
Carolina .

● Contra ry to popula r belief am ong whites  a t  the t im e, African 
Am ericans  were ta lented, eager s tudents  des pite genera t ions  of 
ens lavem ent.

● Teachers  provided by AMA were corra lled by the Freedm en’s  
Bureau to crea te a  los e educa tiona l network

● Whites  burned down four s choolhous es  in  ea rly 1866 and two 
m ore the following year
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Rev. Samuel Stanford Ashley



17

“The Niggers  were bad enough before you cam e, 
but  s ince you have been teaching them , they know 

too m uch and a re a  dam n s ight  wors e.”

White m ob while a t tacking a  Northern teacher Thom as  Barton
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Constitutional Convention of 1868

● Officia lly crea ted a  t ru ly univers a l public educa tion s ys tem  for 
Blacks  and Whites

● There was  a  des ire am ong Whites  to control to curriculum  to 
m ake Blacks  “us eful and profitable” laborers

● Fears  of an integra ted s chool s ys tem  fed anxiet ies  am ong m any 
cons erva tive Whites

● In 1869, Alamance and Orange counties alone saw 55 
whippings, three hangings, one drowning, one shooting, three 
houses shot into, and two houses torn down. 

● White s uprem acis t  violence was  on the ris e with  the a rriva l of the 
Ku Klux Klan
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The Wilmington Daily Journal (1868)

“Think of it , you m en of fam ilies . You m ay die s oon. 
... After you a re gone, your children m ay be forced to 

go to s chool…with  negroes .”
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Beginning of Segregation

● Dem ocra ts  rega ined control of the forced Supt . As hley out
● By 1876 had ens hrined s egrega tion into the s ta te cons t itu t ion
● Pas s ed an uncons titu t iona l law funding s chools  bas ed on property 

taxes  of each racia l group in  1881 (overturned by the s ta te Suprem e 
Court  in  1886)

● Delibera tely underfunding and under-res ourcing of Black s chools  
was  delibera te

● White supremacy campaign was in full swing
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Deliberate Disenfranchisement

● Univers a l educa tion (for Whites ) and 
Black voter dis enfranchis em ent

● Ins t itu ted literacy tes t  for voting in  1908
● Cham pioned educa tion for poor Whites  

while placing h igher tax burden on 
Blacks

● From  1904 to 1920, annua l s pending per 
white s chool averaged $ 3,442 but  only 
averaged $ 500 for black s chools  

● Funds  ea rm arked for rura l Black 
ins tead went to Whites

Gov. Charles  B. Aycock
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Aycock Accepting Democratic Nomination in 1900

“We have taught  them  m uch in  the pas t  two years  in  the Univers ity 
of White Suprem acy, we will gradua te them  in Augus t  next  [da te of 
elect ion of governor] with  a  diplom a  tha t  will ent it le them  to form  a  
genuine White m an’s  pa rty. Then we s ha ll have no m ore 
revolutions  in  Wilm ington; we s ha ll have no m ore dead and 
wounded negroes  on the s treets , becaus e we s ha ll have good 
governm ent in  the Sta te and peace everywhere. But  to do th is  we 
m us t  dis franchis e the negro. The am endm ent to the Cons titu t ion 
is  pres ented in  s olu t ion of the problem . The Dem ocra t ic pa rty 
knows  the tru th  —it  is  certa in  tha t  the unlet tered white m an is  
m ore capable of governm ent than the negro.”
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Outside Influences

● Northern philanthropis ts  m ake their way into the South
● Julius  Ros enwald of Sears , Roebuck &  Co. s ta rt  fund providing 

m atching grants  for s chools  Black s chools
● Anna  T. Jeanes  Fund provided for teachers  in  thes e s chools
● North  Carolina  had m ore Ros enwald s chools  than any other 

s ta te, with  800+ by 1932
● Funding inequity s t ill pers is ted, but  Black com m unit ies  

em braced their s chools
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Students at Pantego School, a Rosenwald Fund school in Beaufort Co.
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Subverting Brown

● Brown v. Boarddecis ion in  1954 s ym bolized 
end to s egrega tion

● Gov. Um s tead crea ted a  Ed Com m ittee 
headed by Thom as  J. Pea rs a ll

● Pears a ll crea tes  a  plan tha t  underm ines  
des egrega tion by a lloca t ing funds  white 
s tudents  to a t tend different  s chools

● Als o perm it ted loca l com m unit ies  to s hut  
down s chools  in  res is tance to integra t ion



26

“If the Pears a ll Plan  does n’t  work, the Sm ith  
and Wes s on Plan will.”

Speaker from  Klan ra lly in  1958
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White Flight and Black Layoffs

● Mos t public s chool dis tricts  des egrega ted 
between 1968  and 1976

● Many Whites  began m oving to a ll-white 
s uburbs  or priva te s chools

● Black com m unity los t  s cores  of educa tors
○ More than 3,000 teachers
○ Nearly 500 elem enta ry principa ls
○ All s uperintendents

● Hyde County fought  to keep their t radit iona l 
Black s chools
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Saved by Swann

● In  1971, the Suprem e Court  found in  Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Schoolstha t  s chool dis tricts  could us e bus ing to im plem ent 
des egrega tion in  public s chools .

● The Charlot te-Mecklenburg s chool s ys tem  quickly becam e a  
des egrega tion m odel for dis tricts  a round the country.

● In  res pons e to increas ing des egrega tion, white fam ilies  began 
m oving to s uburban s chool dis tricts  or enrolling their children in  
priva te s chools  —a continua tion of the white flight  phenom enon 
tha t  had begun in  the 1960s .
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Litigating Leandro and Capacchione

● In  the Hoke County Board of Education v. State, or Leandro v. State, the 
court  found the s ta te cons t itu t ion required every s tudent  had the 
right  to a  “s ound bas ic educa tion”

● Schools  in  econom ica lly poor a reas  m us t  receive addit iona l 
funding.

● Due to the inters ect ion of race and poverty in  North  Carolina , 
m any underfunded dis tricts  had h igh African Am erican 
enrollm ent.

● Res egrega tion ga ined s team  a fter the Capacchione v. Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schoolscas e virtua lly overturned the Swanndecis ion of 
1971. The era  of court-m anda ted integra t ion efforts  in  North  
Carolina  was  effect ively ended



Contemporary 
Relevance
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E(race)ing Inequities: The State of Racial Equity

● This  report  ana lyzed da ta  on 1,580,294 
s tudents  in  kindergarten through grade 
13 during the 2016-2017 s chool yea r.

● 51% m ale and 49% fem ale
● 6% Lim ited Englis h  Proficient  (LEP)
● 13% Exceptiona l Children (EC) or Students  

with  Dis abilit ies
● Roughly ha lf Econom ica lly Dis advantaged 

and 58% Free/ Reduced Lunch
● 11% Academ ica lly and Intellectua lly Gifted 

(AIG)
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Why Is it All About Race?

● North  Carolina  has  a  pa rt icula rly unique 
h is tory dea ling with  race and educa tion 
(s ee forthcom ing report  Deep Rooted).

● E(race)ing Inequities us es  s ta t is t ica l 
m odels  to is ola te the influence of 
race/ ethnicity on educa tiona l acces s  and 
opportunity.
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What We Wanted to Know

◆Does race influence educational access and outcomes?
◆ Does race influence access and outcomes after accounting for other 
factors?
◆ Descriptive
◆ Predictive
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Teachers

● 80% of teachers  a re white, 13% are Black, 2.3% a re His panic, 1% 
a re Am erican Indian

● Black s tudents  had the h ighes t  proport ion of cours es  taught  by 
novice teachers

● Students  of color a re overexpos ed to novice teachers
● Schools  with  m ore s tudents  of color do NOT have m ore novice 

teachers  (s ort ing is  happening within s chool)
● White s tudents  were taught  by s am e race teachers  in  90% of 

their cours es  com pared to 31% for Black s tudents
● LEAs  with  h ighes t  teacher turnover were 78% s tudents  of color
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Advanced Placement Courses

● Black, His panic and Na tive Am erican s tudents  a re s ignificantly 
underrepres ented in  AP cours es

● Black s tudents  a t ta ined the lowes t  s cores  on AP exam s  on average
● Black and Am erican Indians  were 60% les s  likely than Whites  to ea rn 

a  3 or bet ter
● Schools  with  h igher percentages  of s tudents  of color offered 

s ignificantly fewer AP cours es
● 6% of a ll s tudents  of color tha t  could ea rn a  North  Carolina  Academ ic 

Schola rs  Endors em ent go to s chools  tha t  offer too few cours es .
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Honors Courses

● As ian and White s tudents  a re overrepres ented, while Black, 
Am erican Indian, Mult iracia l, and His panic s tudents  a re 
underrepres ented

● If it  were repres enta t ive, Black s tudents  would have take more than 
2,700 honors courses

● Again, s chools  with  the h igher proport ion of s tudents  of color offer 
fewer honors  cours es

● Taking other factors  into account , Blacks  a re 23% les s  likely than 
Whites  to take honors  cours es

● This  is  gap of 20,000 m ore s tudents
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Academically or Intellectually Gifted (AIG)

● In  both  AIG Math  and AIG Other, As ian and White s tudents  a re 
over-repres ented in  com paris on to their percentage of the s ta te 
s tudent  popula t ion 

● Am erican Indian, Black, and His panic s tudents  a re under-
repres ented in  both  AIG Math  and AIG Other. 

● In  AIG Reading, As ian, White, and Mult iracia l s tudents  a re over-
repres ented 

● The proport ion of AIG Any s tudents  tha t  a re Black is  les s  than ha lf 
of wha t  we would expect  bas ed on their proport ion of the tota l NC 
s tudent  popula t ion 
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Exceptional Children (EC)

● Am erican Indian, Black, and Mult iracia l s tudents  were over-
repres ented in  EC as  com pared to their proport ion of a ll North  
Carolina  s tudents  

● With race/ ethnicity as  the only predictor, Am erican Indian, Black, 
and Mult iracia l s tudents  had a  s ignificantly h igher likelihood of 
ca rrying an EC des igna tion as  com pared to White s tudents . 

● Taking other factors  into account , Black s tudents  were actua lly 
les s  likely than Whites  to be cons idered EC
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Chronic Absenteeism

● Am erican Indian, Black, His panic, and Mult iracia l s tudents  a re 
over-repres ented in  chronic abs enteeis m , while As ian, Pacific 
Is lander, and White s tudents  a re under-repres ented. 

● Black s tudents  were 38% m ore likely, Mult iracia l s tudents  were 
34% m ore likely, His panics  were 21% m ore likely, and American 
Indian students were 142% m ore likely than White s tudents  to 
be chronica lly abs ent . 

● Taking other factors  into account , Black and Hispanic students 
switched from being more likely to be chronically absent than 
White students to being less likely to be chronically absent (by 
8% and 14% res pectively) 
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Suspension and Student Discipline

● Am erican Indian, Black, and Mult iracia l s tudents  a re over-s elected 
● If Black s tudents  had been given OSS a t  leas t  once a t  the s ta te average 

ra te, a lm os t  30,000 fewer Black s tudents  would have been s us pended
● For both  ISS and OSS, Black s tudents  repres ented a  h igher proport ion 

of the tota l days  s erved then they did the tota l incidents . 
● Black s tudents  were 160% m ore likely to receive ISS and 84% m ore 

likely to receive OSS than White s tudents  
● Black s tudents  were s us pended for incidents  involving s ubject ive 

offens es  a t  the h ighes t  ra te 
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ACT/SAT

● As ian (21.9) and White s tudents  (20.5) had the h ighes t  m ean ACT 
s core

● Average s cores  for Am erican Indian (16.9), Black (16.0), His panic 
(17.4), Mult iracia l (18 .9) and Pacific Is lander (18 .2) s tudents  were a ll 
below the s ta te average

● Being Black was  the s tronges t  predictor of SAT s core outs ide of 
giftednes s  
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WorkKeys

● White and Am erican Indian s tudents  took WorkKeys  a t  h igher ra tes  
than their proport ion of a ll North  Carolina  s tudents . 

● As ian and White s tudents  a t ta in  Silver+ cert ifica tes  a t  the h ighes t  
ra tes  

● Am erican Indian and Black s tudents  a re leas t  likely to a t ta in  Silver+ 
cert ifica tes  

● Approxim ately 71% of s tudents  who took the WorkKeys  as s es s m ent 
received a t  leas t  a  Silver cert ifica te (Silver+)
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Dropouts

● Black, His panic, Am erican Indian, and Mult iracia l s tudents  a re over-
repres ented. His panic s tudents  have the highes t  dropout  ra tes  

● While Am erican Indian and Black s tudents  had higher overa ll dropout  ra tes  
than White s tudents , when we controlled for other factors, race no longer 
mattered

● After controlling for other factors , including race/ ethnicity, students that were 
suspended at least once during the year they dropped out were 230% more 
likely to drop out than those were not suspended 

● Black s tudents  were no m ore likely than Whites  to dropout  of high s chool a fter 
accounting for s us pens ion
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Grade Point Average (GPA)

● Race/ ethnicity was  a  s ignificant  and s ubs tantia l predictor of both  
weighted and unweighted GPA even a fter controlling for other rela ted 
va riables . 

● This  finding likely indica tes , a s  has  been dem ons tra ted els ewhere in  
the report  (s ee Advanced Placem ent Cours es , Honors  Cours es ), tha t  
non-As ian s tudent  groups  of color have lower perform ance than White 
and As ian s tudents  in  advanced cours es  
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Post Secondary Intentions

● While controlling for other factors , As ians  have dram atica lly h igher 
odds  of having college intentions  than their White counterpa rts  

● Black s tudents  were 4% m ore likely to as pire to college than Whites  
net  of other factors  in  the m odel 

● Am erican Indian (-36%) and His panic (-18%) s tudents  were predicted 
to have s ubs tantia lly lower likelihoods  of college intentions  even while 
controlling for other va riables  

● The college intentions  of Mult iracia l and Pacific Is lander s tudents  
were s im ila r to thos e of White s tudents  when controls  were applied 
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Racial Equity in the Workforce

● By 2030 the m ajority of the Am erican 
workforce will be people of color

● Mos t im m igrants  a re non-white, with  
the la rges t  s ha re com pris ing of La tinxs  
and As ians

● Clos ing racia l gaps  in  educa tion would 
be a  $ 2.3T benefit  to the Am erican 
econom y by 2050

● We have to start talking racial 
inequity in education as the greatest 
threat to American prosperity
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May We Keep Marching On 
to Freedom  Hill!
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Jam es  E. Ford
Executive Director of CREED

jam es @creed-nc.org
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